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SYNOPSIS
The Congregational churches in south-eastern Australia 
between 1880 and 1930 were institutions under stress. From about 
1890 the number of Congregational adherents decreased, largely in 
consequence of weak denominational attachment and a failure to build 
new churches in rapidly-growing districts. The doctrinal consensus 
which had characterized the denomination in the 1870's disintegrated. 
This change in turn accelerated the slackening of church involvement, 
which accompanied a revolt against many of the values propagated by 
the Evangelical Revival. Congregational leaders, responding to these 
problems, made only minor adjustments. And yet most of the churches 
survived. By the 1920's it was clear that, although most 
Congregationalists wanted a very loose relationship with their churches 
they were not prepared to do without them altogether.
PREFACE
Churches as institutions occupy centre-stage of this study.
It was not always meant to be this way: my original intention was to 
select a sample of Australians (Congregationalists seemed a likely choice) 
and examine their disengagement from organized religion. The sources 
nudged me away from my original plan, for it soon became apparent that 
to write a story around the lives of individuals would be difficult and 
time-consuming. I also found that there was much intrinsic interest in 
looking at the changing relationships between churches and people from 
the point of view of the churches. And so my inquiry turned into a study 
of institutions under stress: how the Congregational churches survived, 
yet failed to adapt to, social change; how they abandoned many of their 
fundamental doctrines, yet remained recogniz^ably Christian; how they 
lost popularity with their adherents, and yet retained a measure of 
support.
I have not attempted to write a comprehensive denominational 
history, even within the time limits I set myself. I have dealt only 
with the Congregational churches in south-eastern Australia - that is 
New South Wales, Victoria and South Australia. And there are aspects of 
Congregationalism which I have not attempted to write about at all or 
only considered as they fall into place around the main theme. Thus, 
in some respects this study is narrow in scope, dealing as it does with 
only some parts of the life of churches which never attracted the 
adherence of more than about 'three per cent of the Australian people.
But there is an important compensation: I have been able to take a 
relatively long time span. This, I believe, is essential if one is 
concerned with social change whose main features may require years to
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become apparent, and then perhaps only to the historian who is in a 
position to compare one generation with another.
A final point: I have deliberately avoided using the term 
'secularization'. This is not because I think secularization is a word 
best expunged from the dictionary. If it is precisely defined and used 
in a purely descriptive sense (ie. without any assumption that 
secularization is an inevitable process extending indefinitely into the 
future), it can be a helpful term. But I am inclined to think that it is not 
a word which historians of modern times should use - at least not in the 
present state of their studies. It is a short-hand term to be employed 
after the investigation is over - if it seems to be appropriate. To use 
it near the beginning is to risk begging important questions and making 
unwarranted assumptions.
